Effect of national health service reforms on outpatient rheumatology workload. South West Regional Advisory Committee for Rheumatology.
In order to compare the rheumatology outpatient workload in the South West Regional Health Authority in the years before and after implementation of the NHS reforms in April 1991, surveys were undertaken to collect and compare data from all NHS outpatient consultations during November in 1988, 1990, 1991 and 1992. All patients seen in consultation at all hospital rheumatology outpatient clinics in the South Western Regional Health Authority were included. Results were adjusted for both the number of working days in each month and the inclusion of one new centre in 1992. There was an increase of 33% in total consultations (2663 to 3551) between 1988 and 1992, mostly occurring following implementation of the NHS reforms. This increase related to both follow-up consultations and new patient consultations which increased by 26%. Conversely, waiting time from referral to a new patient consultation increased by 22% (65 days to 79 days). The case mix in most centres showed a proportional reduction in new patients with polyarthritis (43 to 34%) and an increase in back problems (10 to 15%) and OA (14 to 18%) but polyarthritis continued to dominate follow-up cases (75 and 72%). The overall follow-up: new ratio increased from 3.7 to 4.1. Contrary to early fears amongst rheumatologists, their workload has substantially increased during the time of this survey, and the waiting time for new referrals has also increased. While the proportion of new referrals with polyarthritis was reduced, the absolute number of such referrals has increased. As these patients are currently managed by long-term follow-up they make increased demands on hospital resources.(ABSTRACT TRUNCATED AT 250 WORDS)